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(57) ABSTRACT 

The present invention relates to a process for desulfuriZing 
bitumen and other heavy oils such as low API gravity, high 
viscosity crudes, tar sands bitumen, or shale oils with alkali 
metal compounds under conditions to promote in-situ regen 
eration of the alkali metal compounds. The present invention 
employs the use of superheated water and hydrogen under 
conditions to improve the desulfurization and alkali metal 
hydroxide regeneration kinetics at sub-critical temperatures. 

9 Claims, 3 Drawing Sheets 
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PROCESS FOR THE DESULFURIZATION OF 
HEAVY OILS AND BITUMENS 

This Application claims the bene?t of US. Provisional 
Application No. 61/007,593 ?led Dec. 13, 2007. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to a process for desulfurizing 
bitumen and other heavy oils such as low API gravity, high 
viscosity crudes, tar sands bitumen, or shale oils with alkali 
metal compounds under conditions to promote in-situ regen 
eration of the alkali metal compounds. The present invention 
employs the use of superheated water and hydrogen under 
conditions to improve the desulfurization and alkali metal 
hydroxide regeneration kinetics at sub-critical temperatures. 

DESCRIPTION OF RELATED ART 

As the demand for hydrocarbon-based fuels has increased, 
the need for improved processes for desulfurizing hydrocar 
bon feedstocks of heavier molecular weight has increased as 
well as the need for increasing the conversion of the heavy 
portions of these feedstocks into more valuable, lighter fuel 
products. These heavier, “challenged” feedstocks include, but 
are not limited to, low API gravity, high sulfur, high viscosity 
crudes from such areas of the world as Canada, the Middle 
East, Mexico, Venezuela, and Russia, as well as less conven 
tional re?nery and petrochemical feedstocks derived from 
such sources as tar sands bitumen, coal, and oil shale. These 
heavier crudes and derived crude feedstocks contain a signi? 
cant amount of heavy, high molecular weight hydrocarbons. 
A considerable amount of the hydrocarbon of these heavy oil 
streams are often in the form of large multi-ring hydrocarbon 
molecules and/or a conglomerated association of large mol 
ecules containing a large portion of the sulfur, nitrogen and 
metals in the hydrocarbon stream. A signi?cant portion of the 
sulfur contained in these heavy oils is in the form of heteroa 
toms in polycyclic aromatic molecules, comprised of sulfur 
compounds such as dibenzothiophenes, from which the sul 
fur is dif?cult to remove. 

The high molecular weight, large multi-ring aromatic 
hydrocarbon molecules or associated heteroatom-containing 
(e. g., S, N, O) multi-ring hydrocarbon molecules in the heavy 
oils are generally found in a solubility class of molecules 
termed as asphaltenes. A signi?cant portion of the sulfur is 
contained within the structure of these asphaltenes or lower 
molecular weight polar molecules termed as “polars” or “res 
ins”. Due to the large aromatic structures of the asphaltenes, 
the contained sulfur can be refractory in nature and is not very 
susceptible to removal by conventional alkali salt solution 
complexes such as potassium hydroxide or sodium hydroxide 
solution treatments under conventional operating conditions. 
Other intermediate re?nery crude fractions, such as atmo 
spheric resids, vacuum resids, and other similar intermediate 
feedstreams containing boiling point materials above about 
850° F. (454° C.) contain similar sulfur polycyclic heteroa 
tom complexes and are also dif?cult to desulfurize by con 
ventional methods. These heavy crudes, derived re?nery 
feedstocks, and heavy residual intermediate hydrocarbon 
streams can contain signi?cant amounts of sulfur. Sulfur con 
tents of in excess of 3 to 5 wt % are not uncommon for these 
streams and can often be concentrated to higher contents in 
the re?nery heavy residual streams. 

These high sulfur content hydrocarbon streams can be 
excessively corrosive to equipment in re?nery and petro 
chemical production and/ or exceed environmental limita 
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2 
tions for use in processes such petroleum re?ning processes. 
If a signi?cant amount of the sulfur is not removed from these 
feedstocks prior to re?ning, signi?cant costs in capital equip 
ment may be required to process these corrosive crudes and 
the sulfur is generally still required to be removed by subse 
quent processes in order to meet intermediate and ?nal prod 
uct sulfur speci?cations. Additionally, most conventional 
catalytic re?ning and petrochemical processes cannot be used 
on these heavy feedstocks and intermediates due to their use 
of ?xed bed catalyst systems and the tendency of these heavy 
hydrocarbons to produce excessive coking and deactivation 
of the catalyst systems when in contact with such feed 
streams. Also, due to the excessive hydrocarbon unsaturation 
and cracking of carbon-to-carbon bonds experienced in these 
processes, signi?cant amounts of hydrogen are required to 
treat asphaltene containing feeds. The high consumption of 
hydrogen, which is a very costly treating agent, in these 
processes results in signi?cant costs associated with the con 
ventional catalytic hydrotreating of heavy oils for sulfur 
removal. 
Due to their high sulfur content, high viscosities, and low 

API gravities, these heavy hydrocarbon feedstreams cannot 
be readily transported over existing pipeline systems and are 
often severely discounted for use as a feedstock for producing 
higher value products. Another alternative utilized is to make 
these heavy oils suitable for pipeline transportation or petro 
chemical feed only after signi?cant dilution of the heavy oil 
with expensive, lower sulfur hydrocarbon diluents. 

Therefore, there exists in the industry a need for an 
improved process for removing sulfur from bitumens, heavy 
crudes, derived crudes and re?nery residual streams without 
requiring the use of structured catalysts or signi?cant hydro 
gen consumption. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The current invention is a process for desulfurizing a sul 
fur-containing heavy oil feedstream to produce a product 
stream with a reduced sulfur content. In preferred embodi 
ments, the viscosity of the produced product stream is 
reduced and theAPI gravity of the produced product stream is 
increased thereby resulting in a heavy oil product stream with 
improved properties for use in such applications as pipeline 
transportation or petroleum re?ning. 
An embodiment of the present invention is a process for 

removing sulfur from a sulfur-containing heavy oil feed 
stream, comprising: 

a) contacting a sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream with 
a hydrogen-containing gas and potassium hydroxide in a 
superheated water solution in a reaction zone to produce a 
reaction ef?uent stream; 

b) separating the reaction e?luent stream into a degassed 
e?luent stream and an overhead light gas stream; and 

c) conducting at least a portion of the degassed e?luent 
stream to an initial gravity settler, thereby producing a des 
ulfurized heavy oil product stream and an initial potassium 
salts solution; 

wherein the reaction zone is operated at temperature from 
about 482° F. to about 698° F. (250 to 370° C.) and a pressure 
ofabout 600 to about 3000 psig (4,137 to 20,684 kPa) and the 
sulfur content of the desulfurized heavy oil product stream is 
at least 35 wt % lower than the sulfur content of the sulfur 
containing heavy oil feedstream. 

Another preferred embodiment of the present invention is 
a process for removing sulfur from a sulfur-containing heavy 
oil feedstream, comprising: 
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a) contacting a sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream with 
a hydrogen-containing gas and potassium hydroxide in a 
superheated water solution in a reaction zone to produce a 
reaction e?°luent stream; 

b) separating the reaction effluent stream into a degassed 
e?°luent stream and an overhead light gas stream; 

c) conducting at least a portion of the degassed e?°luent 
stream to an initial gravity settler, thereby producing a des 
ulfurized heavy oil product stream and an initial potassium 
salts solution; and 

d) conducting at least a portion of the initial potassium salts 
solution to a second gravity settler, wherein the second grav 
ity settler is operated at a temperature from about 212 to about 
482° F. (100 to 250° C.), thereby producing an asphaltene 
rich hydrocarbon stream and a second potassium salts solu 
tion; 

wherein the reaction zone is operated at temperature from 
about 482° F. to about 698° F. (250 to 370° C.) and a pressure 
ofabout 600 to about 3000 psig (4,137 to 20,684 kPa) and the 
sulfur content of the desulfurized heavy oil product stream is 
at least 35 wt % lower than the sulfur content of the sulfur 
containing heavy oil feedstream. 

Yet another preferred embodiment of the present invention 
is a process for removing sulfur from a sulfur-containing 
heavy oil feedstream, comprising: 

a) contacting a sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream with 
a hydrogen-containing gas and potassium hydroxide in a 
superheated water solution in a reaction zone to produce a 
reaction e?°luent stream; 

b) separating the reaction effluent stream into a degassed 
e?°luent stream and an overhead light gas stream; and 

c) conducting at least a portion of the degassed e?°luent 
stream to an initial gravity settler wherein the initial gravity 
settler is operated at a temperature from about 212 to about 
482° F. (100 to 250° C.), thereby producing an asphaltene 
containing aqueous solution stream and an intermediate des 
ulfurized heavy oil product stream; 

wherein the reaction zone is operated at temperature from 
about 482° F. to about 698° F. (250 to 370° C.) and a pressure 
ofabout 600 to about 3000 psig (4,137 to 20,684 kPa) and the 
sulfur content of the intermediate desulfurized heavy oil 
product stream is lower than the sulfur content of the sulfur 
containing heavy oil feedstream. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES 

FIG. 1 illustrates one embodiment of a process scheme 
wherein a sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream, super 
heated water, potassium hydroxide and a hydrogen-contain 
ing stream are contacted under speci?c conditions to produce 
a desulfurized heavy oil product stream with improved pipe 
line transport properties. 

FIG. 2 illustrates one embodiment of a process scheme 
wherein a sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream, super 
heated water, potassium hydroxide and a hydrogen-contain 
ing stream are contacted under speci?c conditions to produce 
a desulfurized heavy oil product stream with improved pipe 
line transport properties and a segregated desulfurized 
asphaltene stream. 

FIG. 3 illustrates one embodiment of a process scheme 
wherein a sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream, super 
heated water, potassium hydroxide and a hydrogen-contain 
ing stream are contacted under speci?c conditions to produce 
a desulfurized heavy oil product stream with improved pipe 
line transport properties and a segregated desulfurized 
asphaltene stream wherein the process results in improved 
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4 
asphaltene removal from the desulfurized heavy oil product 
stream and improved desulfurized asphaltene recovery. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is a process for reducing sulfur con 
tent in hydrocarbon streams with in-situ regeneration of the 
potassium salt catalyst which may comprise potassium 
hydroxide, potassium sul?de, or combinations thereof. In an 
embodiment, the hydrocarbon feedstream to be treated con 
tains sulfur, much of which is part of the polar fraction and 
higher molecular weight aromatic and polycyclic heteroa 
tom-containing compounds, herein generally referred to as 
“aphaltenes” or they are associated in the emulsion phase of 
such asphaltene species. It should be noted here that the terms 
“hydrocarbon-containing stream”, “hydrocarbon stream” or 
“hydrocarbon feedstream” as used herein are equivalent and 
are de?ned as any stream containing at least 75 wt % hydro 
carbons. Another preferred embodiment of the present inven 
tion is a process for substantially separating the desulfurized 
hydrocarbon product stream from a stream containing the 
potassium salt catalyst solution, polars, asphaltenes, and 
PNAs; and further substantially separating the potassium salt 
catalyst solution from the asphaltenes and PNAs. This results 
in improved hydrocarbon recovery and produces an improved 
quality potassium salt catalyst solution stream to be treated 
and recycled for use in the current process. 

Conventional methods of treating the heavy hydrocarbons 
with such compounds as alkali metal salt solutions is often not 
highly ef?cient due to the inability to obtain a high solubility 
level between the alkali metal salt solution and the heavy 
hydrocarbon. Conventionally, additional equipment and/or 
energy are required to increase the solubility and/ or interface 
contact between the alkali salt-containing solution and the 
hydrocarbons containing the sulfur heteroatom compounds. 
Such methods include the use of equipment such as high shear 
mixers or by raising the temperature of the salt solution/ 
hydrocarbon mixture. However, these methods often have 
limited success and additionally require the use of additional 
capital and energy costs associated with the required pumps, 
mixers, heaters, etc., to achieve the interface contact neces 
sary to achieve acceptable sulfur removal rates. Also, as noted 
previously, heavy oil streams (less than approximately 15 API 
gravity and containing a substantial amount of asphaltenes 
and PNAs) are not well suited to conventional ?xed bed 
catalytic hydroprocessing technologies of the art. 
What has been discovered is a process wherein potassium 

hydroxide is utilized to desulfurize a heavy oil stream, such 
as, but not limited to, low API crudes (below 15 API), tar 
sands bitumen and shale oil, under superheated water condi 
tions and contact with a hydrogen-containing gas stream, 
wherein in- situ regeneration of the potassium hydroxide solu 
tion is achieved. It has been found that very high desulfuriza 
tion reaction rates can be achieved in the present invention 
while allowing the active potassium salt (e. g., potassium 
hydroxide) solution to be regenerated in-situ in the desulfur 
ization process, especially under conditions close to, but 
below, the critical temperature of the water. 

In the present invention, a sulfur-containing heavy oil 
stream, such as, but not limited to, a low API crude (i.e., below 
15 API), tar sands bitumen and shale oil, or a combination 
thereof, is contacted with an effective amount of potassium 
hydroxide in the presence of superheated water and hydro 
gen. It is preferred if the heavy oil has a sulfur content of at 
least 3 wt %, even more preferably, a sulfur content of at least 
4 wt %. In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, 
the sulfur-containing heavy oil stream is comprised of a 
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hydrocarbon stream selected from a low API crude, a tar 
sands bitumen, a shale oil, and a combination thereof. FIG. 1 
illustrates and further de?nes the process con?guration and 
operating conditions associated with one embodiment of the 
present invention. 

In FIG. 1, a potassium hydroxide stream (1) is added to a 
superheated water feedstream (5) to obtain an aqueous super 
heated alkali solution (10). The potassium hydroxide stream 
(1) will preferably be supplied in an aqueous solution from 
either a fresh feed mixer and/or recycled as a stream obtained 
from separation from the reaction products of the current 
process. Some or all of the fresh potassium hydroxide feed 
may also be supplied as a molten stream. In preferred embodi 
ments, the superheated water temperature is about 482 to 
about 698° F. (250 to 370° C.), more preferably, at about 572 
to about 698° F. (300 to 370° C.). As the process temperature 
approaches the critical temperature, the solubility of the 
hydrocarbons in the water phase increases signi?cantly 
improving the desulfurization obtained under the present pro 
cess. In preferred embodiments of the present invention, the 
superheated water temperature in the reaction zone is close to, 
but below, its critical temperature, the superheated water tem 
perature being more preferably about 635 to about 698° F. 
(335 to 370° C.), and most preferably about 662 to about 698° 
F. (350 to 370° C.). The aqueous superheated alkali solution 
(10) is then fed to a mixing zone (25) in the desulfurization 
reactor (30). 
A sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream (15) and a hydro 

gen-containing feedstream (20) are also fed to the mixing 
zone (25). It is preferred if the mixing zone utilizes spargers, 
mixing baf?es, and/ or wetted ?ber contactors to improve the 
contact between the sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream 
(15), the superheated alkali solution (10), and the hydrogen 
containing feedstream (20). It should also be noted that these 
three reaction streams may be combined and mixed upstream 
of the desulfurization reactor (30) in which case the reactor 
may or may not contain a mixing zone (25) as shown in FIG. 
1. Herein, it should be noted that the term “sulfur-containing 
heavy oil feedstream” is de?ned as a hydrocarbon feedstock 
comprised of any crude oil with anAPI gravity of less than 15, 
a tar sands bitumen, an oil derived from coal or oil shale, or 
mixtures thereof. 

Continuing with FIG. 1, it has been discovered that the 
current invention can be run at temperatures and pressures 
below the critical temperature for water while obtaining sig 
ni?cant reductions of refractory sulfur contained in the high 
molecular weight heteratoms of these heavy oil feedstreams. 
At temperatures approaching supercritical, the solubility of 
the sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream increases signi? 
cantly resulting in signi?cantly improved desulfurization 
reaction rates in the present invention. In contrast with the 
prior art supercritical processes, the potassium hydroxide in 
the present invention remains in solution thereby improving 
contact with the sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream and 
signi?cantly improving the overall sulfur conversion of the 
overall process. 
Under the superheated conditions utilized herein, the 

hydrogen solubility is high enough to create a homogeneous 
?uid mixture in the reactor. In this process, the potassium ions 
break the carbon-sulfur bonds in the asphaltenes and other 
heteroatomic molecules to form sul?de salts. Under the 
highly soluble conditions of the current process, the hydrogen 
is available for substitution at these former sulfur sites 
thereby reducing the polymerization of the opened asphaltene 
sulfur-containing rings. The high solubility results in low 
amounts of excess hydrogen necessary in the current process 
for substitution of the broken sulfur bonds. Additionally, the 
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6 
high solubility of the hydrogen is effective in reducing the 
amount of polymerization, resulting in lower asphaltene con 
tents and lower kinematic viscosities in the desulfurized prod 
ucts produced. As a result, low amounts of hydrogen as well 
as low hydrogen partial pressures are required for the opera 
tion of the current process. In a preferred embodiment, the 
desulfurization reactor (30) is operated under conditions of 
about 25 to about 500 psig (172 to 3,447 kPa) of hydrogen 
partial pressure. In more preferred embodiments, the reactor 
is operated under about 25 to about 250 psig (172 to 1,724 
kPa) of hydrogen partial pressure, and even more preferably, 
the desulfurization reactor (3 0) can be operated under condi 
tions of about 25 to about 100 psig (172 to 689 kPa) of 
hydrogen partial pressure. 

These required hydrogen partial pressures are exception 
ally low in comparison with the overall reactor pressures 
required to maintain the water under superheated conditions. 
In a preferred embodiment, the pres sure in the desulfurization 
reactor (30) is from about 600 to about 3000 psig (4,137 to 
20,684 kPa). More preferably, the pressure in the desulfur 
ization reactor is from about 1250 to about 2800 psig (8,618 
to 19,305 kPa), and most preferably from about 2400 to about 
2600 psig (16,547 to 17,926 kPa). Reaction times will vary 
with the reaction temperature and can be from 10 minutes to 
about 5 hours, preferably from about 10 minutes to 2 hours, 
and more preferably, from about 10 minutes to about 1 hour. 

Another bene?t of the current invention is that the required 
partial pressure of hydrogen relative to the overall reaction 
pressure required can be very low. This allows the use of 
hydrogen-containing gas in the reaction phase with low 
hydrogen purities. The hydrogen purity of the hydrogen 
containing gas in the reaction phase is less than 90 mol %. In 
certain embodiments, the hydrogen purity of the hydrogen 
containing gas in the reaction phase is less than 75 mol %, and 
in other embodiments the hydrogen-containing gas in the 
reaction phase is less than 50 mol %. This can be especially 
bene?cial where the process of the present invention is oper 
ated in the vicinity of the heavy oil production where a source 
of hydrogen, or especially a source of high purity hydrogen, 
may not be readily available. This would allow local produc 
tion of higher volumes of hydrogen gas if not constrained by 
purity requirements or allow off-gases from related facilities 
with low hydrogen content to be utilized in the current pro 
cess. 

An unexpected bene?t of running the process under the 
present conditions is that the chemistry favors removal of 
sulfur from the spent potassium hydroxide solution (or con 
versely from a potassium sul?de solution), thereby forming 
H28 and an in- situ regeneration of the potassium hydroxide in 
solution. The H28 can be removed in a subsequent off-gassing 
step, thereby eliminating or reducing the need for compli 
cated and expensive regeneration of the potassium hydroxide 
solution. In the desulfurization stage of the current process 
the desulfurization chemistry is shown by the following 
simultaneous reaction equations: 

where the symbol “R” is used herein to designate an alkyl 
group. 

As a result, some of the KOH is converted to K28 and KSH 
during the desulfurization of the feed. Some of the K28 is 
additionally converted to KSH. The KSH is not very catalyti 
cally active in desulfurizing the hydrocarbon feeds and in 
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prior art processes undergoes separate regeneration steps to 
convert the KSH back to K28 or more preferably back to KOH 
for re-use in the desulfurization process. However, in embodi 
ments of the current invention, some of the converted K28 and 
KSH which has been utilized to desulfurize the feed can be 
regenerated in-situ thereby reducing and/or eliminating the 
need for separate, expensive potassium hydroxide regenera 
tion processes. 

In the current invention, the sulfur-containing heavy oil 
feedstream (15) and a hydrogen-containing feedstream (20) 
are contacted with the aqueous superheated alkali solution 
(10) under superheated water conditions. Under this process, 
the hydrogen is highly soluble in the aqueous alkali solution 
and the heavy oil feedstream allowing the following regen 
eration chemistry to propagate: 

H2 
KSH + H20 —> KOH + HZS 

The current process allows a portion of the sulfur to be 
removed from the process as hydrogen sul?de gas with little 
net use of hydrogen gas. The hydrogen sul?de gas produced 
can be easily removed by gas separation from the desulfur 
ized feed. Additionally, in this process, the sulfur is trans 
ferred in-situ from the potassium-sulfur compounds to the 
generated hydrogen sul?de allowing the water chemistry to 
convert at least a portion of the KSH and K28 to KOH in 
solution. Alternatively, a portion of the KOH may be regen 
erated as a slip stream and may be recovered in the process 
and recycled for re-use in the sulfur-containing heavy oil 
feedstream desulfurization stage of the process. 

Continuing with FIG. 1, after suf?cient reaction time 
between the combined streams within the desulfurization 
reactor (30) a reaction e?Tuent stream (35) is removed from 
the desulfurization reactor. In a preferred embodiment, the 
reaction ef?uent stream (35) is sent to a separator (40) 
wherein the light gaseous products are removed from the 
reaction e?Tuent stream (35). These light gaseous products, 
are removed as an overhead light gas stream (45) which may 
contain hydrogen, hydrogen sul?de, or combinations thereof. 
This overhead light gas stream (45) may also contain light 
hydrocarbon gases including, methane, propane, and butane. 
It should be noted that in an alternative embodiment, the 
initial gravity settler (55) may be designed to allow the 
removal of the light gaseous products, thereby eliminating the 
need for the separator (40). 

Continuing with FIG. 1, a degassed e?Tuent stream (50) is 
sent to an initial gravity settler (55). Here the residence time 
through the vessel is suf?cient to substantially gravity sepa 
rate the desulfurized heavy oil product stream (60) from an 
initial aqueous potassium salts solution (65). In a preferred 
embodiment, the residence time of the overall volume of the 
entering reaction e?Tuent stream (35) in the initial gravity 
settler (55) is from about 30 minutes to about 300 minutes, 
more preferably from about 30 minutes to about 100 minutes. 
In a preferred embodiment, the initial gravity settler (55) is 
run at a temperature and pressure in the vicinity of those of the 
desulfurization reactor (3 0). Therefore, the preferred pressure 
and temperature ranges described above for the desulfuriza 
tion reactor (30) also apply to the initial gravity settler (55). 
However, lower pressures and temperatures may be 
employed in the initial gravity settler (55) if the reaction 
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8 
separator (40) is eliminated and the light gases are instead 
removed from the initial gravity settler (55). 

In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, the 
desulfurized heavy oil product stream (60) has a sulfur con 
tent of at least about 35 wt % lower than the sulfur-containing 
heavy oil feedstream (15). However, it should be noted that in 
some instances only a small amount of sulfur reduction, often 
less than 35 wt % removal, may be desirable in order to only 
obtain the amount of sulfur reduction required for certain 
applications. However, in preferred embodiment, the present 
process can achieve products with sulfur contents of at least 
about 50 wt % lower, or even at least about 70 wt % lower than 
the sulfur content of the sulfur-containing heavy oil feed 
stream. Generally however, these high levels of sulfur 
removal will not be required for treating the heavy oil feed 
streams noted above. In another preferred embodiment, des 
ulfurized heavy oil product stream (60) is produced wherein 
the desulfurized heavy oil product stream has a sulfur content 
of less than 2 wt % sulfur, even more preferably, less than 1 wt 
% sulfur. 

Another bene?t thus obtained in the current process is that 
a desulfurized heavy oil product stream (60) can be produced 
which has a lower kinematic viscosity and/ or higher API 
gravity than the sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream (15). 
By utilizing the current process to highly solubize the heavy 
oils, potassium salt solution, and the hydrogen in the reaction 
process, not only is the sulfur removed from the asphaltene 
compounds in the heavy oils, but the polymerization of the 
resulting ring-opened heterocyclics and such compounds in 
the asphaltene fraction is signi?cantly deterred, additionally, 
under the operating conditions of the initial gravity settler 
(55), a signi?cant amount of the resulting asphaltenes are 
converted and/or separated from the desulfurized heavy oil 
product stream (60), resulting in signi?cant kinematic viscos 
ity reductions and/or a higher API gravity product. 

In preferred embodiments, the desulfurized heavy oil prod 
uct stream (60) obtained will have a kinematic viscosity at 
212° F. (100° C.) that is at least about 25% lower than the 
kinematic viscosity at 2120 F. (1000 C.) of the sulfur-contain 
ing heavy oil feedstream (15). Preferably, the kinematic vis 
cosity at 2120 F. (1000 C.) of desulfurized heavy oil product 
stream obtained will be at least about 50% lower, or even 
more preferably at least about 75% lower, than the kinematic 
viscosity at 2120 F. (1000 C.) of the sulfur-containing heavy 
oil feedstream. Similarly, in preferred embodiments, the des 
ulfurized heavy oil product stream (60) obtained will have an 
API gravity at least about 5 points higher than the API gravity 
of the sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream (15). In more 
preferred embodiments, the desulfurized heavy oil product 
stream obtained will have an API gravity at least about 10 
points higher than the API gravity of the sulfur-containing 
heavy oil feedstream. 

It should be noted that “desulfurized heavy oil product 
stream” produced by embodiments of the process con?gura 
tion as described below for FIG. 2 and the “?nal desulfurized 
heavy oil product stream” produced by embodiments of the 
process con?guration as described below for FIG. 3 can 
achieve the improved product properties for sulfur reduction, 
kinematic viscosity reduction, and/or API gravity increase 
relative to the sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream as 
described for the process con?guration associated with FIG. 
1 above. 

FIG. 2 shows another embodiment of the present invention 
wherein a second gravity settler is utilized and the second 
gravity settler is operated at a lower temperature and lower 
pressure than the initial gravity settler to improve the removal 
of asphaltenes and polynuclear aromatics (“PNAs”) from the 
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initial aqueous potassium salts solution obtained from the 
initial gravity settler. This embodiment also includes a pro 
cess for purging some of the potassium reaction compounds 
and providing a KOH recycle stream for use in the process. 

In describing the embodiment of FIG. 2, elements (1) 
through (65) provide the same function and operating param 
eters as in the embodiment described by FIG. 1. However, 
returning to the embodiment of FIG. 2, it has been found that 
the solubility of the asphaltenes and PNAs (alternatively 
termed simply as “asphaltenes” herein) at the temperature 
and pressure operating conditions of the initial gravity settler 
(55) is still signi?cant and a substantial portion of these com 
pounds may be carried through the gravity settler with the 
water phase materials. While it may be bene?cial that these 
somewhat undesirable components of the stream are removed 
from desulfurized heavy oil product stream (60) produced, 
these highly soluble asphaltenes can be problematic in later 
salts and entrained metals removal steps by fouling separa 
tions equipment and exceeding aromatic hydrocarbon con 
tents on disposed removed solids.Additionally, these asphalt 
enes may be dif?cult to remove in sub sequent solution recycle 
or KOH salts regeneration processes, resulting in these 
unwanted compounds being recycled for reuse in the desulfu 
rization process. 

Therefore, in an embodiment of the current invention as 
illustrated in FIG. 2, the initial aqueous potassium salts solu 
tion (65), which may contain a signi?cant portion of the 
asphaltenes from the initial feedstream, is sent to a cooler 
(100) to reduce the temperature of the aqueous potassium 
salts solution (65) prior to sending the solution to a second 
gravity settler (105). In a preferred embodiment, the second 
gravity settler (105) is operated at a temperature from about 
212 to about 482° F. (100 to 250° C.), more preferably from 
about 302 to about 437° F. (150 to 225° C.). It is preferred if 
the operating pressure of the second gravity settler (105) is 
suf?cient to maintain the water contained in the process 
stream in the liquid phase. Although the second gravity settler 
(105) can operate at pressures as high as those described for 
the initial gravity settler described in this embodiment, the 
preferred operating pressure ranges for the second gravity 
separator are from about 50 to about 600 psig (345 to 4,137 
kPa), more preferably from about 100 to about 400 psig (689 
to 2,758 kPa).At these reduced temperatures, the solubility of 
the asphaltenes decreases signi?cantly and forms a liquid-to 
liquid separate phase with a second aqueous potassium salts 
solution stream (110) which is drawn off of the second gravity 
settler (105). This stream has a lower asphaltene content than 
the initial aqueous potassium salts solution (65) obtained 
from the initial gravity settler. An asphaltene-rich hydrocar 
bon stream (115) can then be drawn off the top phase of the 
second gravity settler (105). 
The second aqueous potassium salts solution stream (110) 

is suf?ciently reduced in hydrocarbon content to send the 
stream to a solids separation unit (120) for removal of spent 
salts, such as KSH, from the process. The solids separation 
unit (120) can utilize ?ltering, gravity settling, or centrifuging 
technology or any technology available in the art to separate 
a portion of the spent and/or insoluble potassium salt com 
pounds (125) to produce low-sulfur recycle stream (130). The 
solids separation unit (120) can utilize the same technology to 
also remove feed-derived metal sul?de and metal oxide com 
POLHIdS present in the second aqueous potassium salts solu 
tion stream (110). 

After appropriate heating and repressurization, the low 
sulfur recycle stream (130) thus produced can be reintro 
duced into the superheated water feedstream (5) thereby 
reducing the water makeup and/or contaminated water dis 
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posal requirements of the current process. Optionally, an 
additional potassium hydroxide make-up stream (135) may 
be mixed with the low-sulfur recycle stream (130) providing 
alternative methods for supplying and controlling the neces 
sary potassium hydroxide content to the desulfurization reac 
tor (30). 

In yet another embodiment of the present invention, the 
process con?guration shown in FIG. 3 illustrates the desulfu 
rization process of the present invention wherein the asphalt 
enes and PNAs (i.e., “asphaltenes”) are further separated 
from the desulfurized heavy oil product stream obtained from 
the initial gravity separator. 

In FIG. 3, elements (1) through (50) provide the same 
function and operating parameters as in the embodiment 
described by FIG. 1. However in the embodiment shown in 
FIG. 3, the degassed ef?uent stream (50) is sent to a cooler 
(200) prior to being sent to an initial gravity settler (205). 
Here, the degassed ef?uent stream (50) is sent through a 
cooler (200) to allow the initial gravity settler (205) in this 
embodiment to be operated at lower temperatures than the 
initial gravity settlers discussed in the prior embodiments. In 
the embodiment, the initial gravity settler is operated at a 
temperature from about 212 to about 482° F. (100 to 250° C.), 
more preferably from about 302 to about 437° F. (150 to 225° 
C.). It is preferred if the operating pressure of the initial 
gravity settler (205) is suf?cient to maintain the water con 
tained in the process stream in the liquid phase. Although the 
initial gravity settler (205) can operate at pressures as high as 
those described for the desulfurization reactor described of 
this embodiment, the preferred operating pressure ranges for 
the second gravity separator are from about 50 to about 600 
psig: (345 to 4,137 kPa), more preferably from about 100 to 
about 400 psig (689 to 2,758 kPa). At these reduced tempera 
tures, the solubility of the asphaltenes decreases signi?cantly 
and a portion of the asphaltenes in the degassed e?luent 
stream (50) will precipitate out in the initial gravity settler 
(205) and be drawn off with the aqueous phase components 
from the lower portion of the initial gravity settler (205) in the 
form of an asphaltene-containing aqueous solution stream 
(210). An intermediate desulfurized heavy oil product stream 
(215) with reduced sulfur content and asphaltene content is 
drawn from the upper portion of the initial gravity settler 
(205). 
The asphaltene-containing aqueous solution stream (210) 

contains a portion of the hydrocarbon emulsions which are 
formed in the process between the high molecular weight 
aromatic asphaltenes, water, and solids in the process stream. 
This asphaltene-containing aqueous solution stream (210) is 
sent to an emulsion breaker vessel (220) for separation of the 
asphaltene and polynuclear aromatic (herein termed simply 
as “asphaltene”) compounds from water/ salts/ solids phase of 
the emulsion. In the emulsion breaker vessel (220) a para?in 
enriched stream (225) is introduced which reduces the solu 
bility for the polynuclear aromatic asphaltene compounds in 
the emulsion phase of the asphaltene-containing aqueous 
solution stream (210), but can strip other desirable paraf?nic 
and low molecular weight hydrocarbons for recovery. In this 
step, the high solids content, high molecular weight oils as 
well as solids and metals from the emulsion phase can be 
removed with the aqueous phase of the process in the emul 
sion breaker bottoms stream (230). It is preferred that the 
paraf?n-enriched stream (225) have a signi?cant content of 
C6 to C8 paraf?ns. Readily available intermediate product 
streams from related processes, such as naphthas, may be 
used in the paraf?n-enriched stream (225). 

It is preferred that the paraf?n enriched stream (225) enter 
the emulsion breaker vessel (220) in the lower portion of the 
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vessel such that the lighter paraf?n enriched stream ?ows 
upward through the emulsion breaker vessel (220), while the 
high solids content, high molecular weight oils as well as a 
high content of the solids and metals and water from the 
emulsion phase gravitates to the lower portion of the vessel. It 
is also desirable to have increased contact area con?gurations 
in the emulsion breaker vessel (220), that have high ?ow areas 
and are resistant to fouling. In a preferred embodiment, shed 
trays are employed in the emulsion breaker vessel (220). 

Continuing with FIG. 3, an emulsion breaker overhead 
stream (235) is drawn from the emulsion breaker vessel (220) 
and sent to a precipitation vessel (240). Some of the paraf?n 
enriched stream (225) may optionally be added to the emul 
sion breaker overhead stream (235) to increase the paraf?n 
content of the stream prior to entering the precipitation vessel 
(240). In this embodiment, it is preferred that the emulsion 
breaker overhead stream (235) enter the lower portion of the 
precipitation vessel (240) creating an up?ow of the emulsion 
breaker overhead components through the precipitation ves 
sel. In the precipitation vessel, increased paraf?n content of 
the emulsion breaker overhead stream (235) lowers the solu 
bility of the asphaltenes in the intermediate desulfurized 
heavy oil product stream (215) which is introduced into the 
precipitation vessel. As a result, the intermediate desulfurized 
heavy oil product stream is further reduced in asphaltene 
content in the precipitation vessel (240) and a precipitator 
overhead stream (250) is drawn from the precipitation vessel. 

Similar to the emulsion breaker vessel (220) it is desired 
that the precipitation vessel (240) have increased contact area 
con?gurations with high ?ow areas and are resistant to foul 
ing. In a preferred embodiment, shed trays are employed in 
the precipitation vessel (240). This high ef?ciency process for 
separating the asphaltenes from the desulfurized heavy oil 
product process also further desulfurizes the heavy oil prod 
uct stream as most of the unreacted refractory sulfur com 
pounds remaining in the hydrocarbons are drawn off with the 
asphaltene-enriched product stream (245).An additional ben 
e?t is that the viscosity of the precipitator overhead stream 
thus produced is lower in viscosity than the intermediate 
desulfurized heavy oil product stream (215). 

The precipitator overhead stream (250) produced is sent to 
a paraf?n recovery tower (255) wherein a portion of the 
lighter molecular paraf?nic components are separated from 
the precipitator overhead stream (250) to produce the paraf?n 
enriched stream (225) discussed previously. A ?nal desulfu 
rized heavy oil product stream (260) is drawn from the par 
af?n recovery tower (255). This ?nal desulfurized heavy oil 
product stream has a lower sulfur wt % content, lower kine 
matic viscosity, higher API gravity, and lower asphaltene 
content as compared to the sulfur-containing heavy oil feed 
stream (15) that is utilized as a feedstream to this embodiment 
of the present invention. 

In particular, this embodiment of the present invention not 
only removes a signi?cant portion of the sulfur and asphalt 
enes present in the sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream 
(15), but also segregates a signi?cant portion of the asphalt 
enes that are undesired in the ?nal desulfurized heavy oil 
product stream (260) so that these hydrocarbons may be 
utilized in associated processes such as a heating fuel for 
associated process streams or in the production of asphalt 
grade materials. It should also be noted that these asphaltenes 
obtained from the present embodiment are also lower in sul 
fur content than if they had been segregated from the sulfur 
containing heavy oil feedstream (15) without being subjected 
to the current desulfurization process. This is especially ben 
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12 
e?cial for meeting environmental speci?cations if the 
asphaltene-enriched product stream (245) is utilized as a 
heating fuel. 

Continuing with the embodiment of the present invention 
as illustrated FIG. 3, the emulsion breaker bottoms stream 
(230) is suf?ciently reduced in soluble or entrained hydrocar 
bons to send the stream to a solids separation unit (265) for 
removal of spent salts from the process, such as K28 and 
KHS, as well as insoluble KOH salts unreacted in the des 
ulfurization process. The solids may also contain precipitated 
asphaltenes from the emulsion breaking step which may be 
?ltered from the stream. The solids separation unit (265) can 
utilize ?ltering, gravity settling, or centrifuging technology or 
any technology available in the art to separate a portion of the 
spent and/or insoluble potassium salt compounds (270) to 
produce low-sulfur recycle stream (275). The solids separa 
tion unit (265) can utilize the same technology to also remove 
metal sul?de and metal oxide compounds as well as asphalt 
ene precipitates and otherparticulates present in the emulsion 
breaker bottoms stream (230). 

After appropriate heating and repressurization, the low 
sulfur recycle stream (275) thus produced can be reintro 
duced into the superheated water feedstream (5) thereby 
reducing the water makeup and/or contaminated water dis 
posal requirements of the current process. Optionally, an 
additional potassium hydroxide make-up stream (280) may 
be mixed with the low-sulfur recycle stream (275) providing 
alternative methods for supplying and controlling the neces 
sary potassium hydroxide content to the desulfurization reac 
tor (30). 

Although the present invention has been described in terms 
of speci?c embodiments, it is not so limited. Suitable alter 
ations and modi?cations for operation under speci?c condi 
tions will be apparent to those skilled in the art. It is therefore 
intended that the following claims be interpreted as covering 
all such alterations and modi?cations as fall within the true 
spirit and scope of the invention. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A process for removing sulfur from a sulfur-containing 

heavy oil feedstream, comprising: 
a) contacting a sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream with 

a hydro gen-containing gas and potassium hydroxide in a 
superheated water solution in a reaction zone to produce 
a reaction ef?uent stream; 

b) separating the reaction ef?uent stream into a degassed 
ef?uent stream and an overhead light gas stream; 

c) conducting at least a portion of the degassed ef?uent 
stream to an initial gravity settler wherein the initial 
gravity settler is operated at a temperature from about 
212 to about 482° F. (100 to 250° C.), thereby producing 
an asphaltene-containing aqueous solution stream and 
an intermediate desulfurized heavy oil product stream; 
and 

d) contacting at least a portion of the asphaltene-containing 
aqueous solution stream with a paraf?n enriched stream 
containing C6 to C8 paraf?ns, and gravity separating the 
mixture to produce an emulsion breaker bottoms stream 
and an emulsion breaker overhead stream wherein the 
emulsion breaker overhead stream contains at least a 
portion of the asphaltenes and C6 to C8 paraf?ns from the 
mixture; 

wherein the reaction zone is operated at temperature from 
about 482° F. to about 698° F. (250 to 370° C.) and a 
pressure of about 600 to about 3000 psig (4,137 to 
20,684 kPa) and the sulfur content of the intermediate 
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desulfurized heavy oil product stream is lower than the 
sulfur content of the sulfur-containing heavy oil feed 
stream. 

2. The process of claim 1, wherein the hydrogen partial 
pressure in the reaction zone is from about 25 to about 500 
psig (172 to 3,447 kPa) and the contact reaction time in step 
a) of the process is from about 10 minutes to about 5 hours. 

3. The process of claim 2, further comprising: 
contacting at least a portion of the emulsion breaker over 

head stream with at least a portion of the intermediate 
desulfurized heavy oil product stream, and gravity sepa 
rating the mixture to produce a precipitator overhead 
stream and an asphaltene-enriched product stream; and 

separating at least a portion of the precipitator overhead 
stream into the paraf?n enriched stream and a ?nal des 
ulfurized heavy oil product stream; 

wherein the sulfur content of the ?nal desulfurized heavy 
oil product stream is at least 35 wt % lower than the 
sulfur content of the sulfur-containing heavy oil feed 
stream. 

4. The process of claim 3, wherein the kinematic viscosity 
at 212° F. (100° C.) of the ?nal desulfurized heavy oil product 
stream is at least about 25% lower than the kinematic viscos 
ity at 212° F. (100° C.) of the sulfur-containing heavy oil 
feedstream and the API gravity of the ?nal desulfurized heavy 
oil product stream is at least 5 points greater than the API 
gravity of the sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream. 

20 

25 

14 
5. The process of claim 4, wherein the sulfur-containing 

heavy oil feedstream is comprised of a stream selected from a 
crude oil with an API gravity of less than 15, a tar sands 
bitumen, an oil derived from coal, an oil derived from oil 
shale, and mixtures thereof. 

6. The process of claim 5, further comprising: 
conducting at least a portion of the emulsion breaker bot 

toms stream to a solids separator wherein at least a 
portion of the spent potassium salt compounds and metal 
compounds contained in the emulsion breaker bottoms 
stream are removed therefrom, producing a low-sulfur 
recycle stream; and 

conducting at least a portion of the low-sulfur recycle 
stream to the reaction zone of the process. 

7. The process of claim 5, wherein the reaction zone is 
operated at temperature from about 635° F. to about 698° F. 
(335 to 370° C.) and a pressure of about 1250 to about 2800 
psig (8,618 to 19,305 kPa). 

8. The process of claim 7, wherein the sulfur content of the 
sulfur-containing heavy oil feedstream is at least about 3 wt % 
and the sulfur content of ?nal desulfurized heavy oil product 
stream is less than about 2 wt %. 

9. The process of claim 8, wherein the reaction zone is 
operated at temperature from about 662° F. to about 698° F. 
(350 to 370° C.). 


